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The land use control mechanism is a tool for the government to regulate the use 
of urban land. Despite with similar purpose, the mechanisms to control the land are 
different from country to country. It influenced by the various social and political structures 
or even cultures. (Kayden, J.S., 2004) 
In this process, public participation, as a tool to secure direct democracy and 
influenced the land use plan, plays a role of secure public interest in the process of 
development. (Kahila-Tani et al., 2016) As the land control mechanism, how public 
participation also implements different among different countries. 
As the first and second economies in the world, the differences between the 
United States and China are hard for anyone to ignore. With a similar landmass, the two 
nations have a difference in many aspects: the population, the culture, the length of their 
history, the people, and maybe the most important, the construction of their social and 
political systems are very different. This article is interesting about the difference between 
the land control mechanism in the two very different countries. It choice two major cities 
in the two countries: New York City and Beijing to compare the land control mechanism. It 
will also discuss the public participation in the process, and especially the community 






The idea of municipal zoning in the US was originally taken from the German 
experiment in the 1870s. It was introduced to the US by the scholar Ernst Freund 
who immigrated to the country in 1884. (Hirt, S. A., 2014) Zoning in the United States 
works as “the mother lode of city roles” (Talen 2012a, 3). It is a law that was adopted 
and implemented by the local government to separate land use in different sections 
or zones with altered rules to control its functions. 
The first zoning code implementation in the U.S. was in New York City in 1916. 
In the late 1930s, New York finally organized a City Planning Commission which was 
assigned the responsibility to prepare plans and to draft text and amendments to the 
Zoning Code. (New York Department of City Planning, 2018) 
China has been planning its cities for a very long time. The roots of planning in 
China traces back to “Kao Gong Ji”, a book from the Spring and Autumn period 
(approximately 771 to 476 BCE). It recorded the science and technology of Ancient 
China, which included how ancient people designed their cities. It contains the 
principles of the “ideal city” and crafted design guidelines that included orientation, 
enclosure shape, axiality, arteries, and hierarchy. (Knapp, R., 1987) 
After 1949 the city planning of the PRC was changed. At first, it was affected by 
the Soviet Union, but also hybrid with Mao’s political and economic policies. Under 
this background, the people’s commune was set up. The ideal commune will have its 
agriculture, industry, shops, education institutions, and facilities. The country 
communes will cover the city and compose a more significant communist commune. 
(Xu H., Li B., 2016) 
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In the urban area, the enterprises are owned and run by the state. These 
enterprises provide welfare, including housing, to the employees. People were 
working and living in gated working unit compounds called working units. The urban 
areas using uniform standards and design for service facilities. (Wu W., 2012) 
The land ownership also changed in this era. The urban land was owned by the 
state, while collectively owned by communes and their residents. Such 
landownership hasn’t changed much. Such ownership caused the real estate market 
didn’t exist until the 1990s. (Wu W., 2012)It was not until 1978, after Deng Xiaoping’s 
Open and Reform policy, that China began its new era in urban development and 
planning. (Sit, V., 1996) 
 The ancient planning system doesn't show many similarities with the modern 
planning system in China. Traditional Chinese philosophy is embedded in the form of 
the city, and this can still be seen in modern China. (Wu L.,1986) Traditional 
philosophy and also the modern politics and economy of China are all part of the 
power that shapes the current planning system in China. (Wu W.,2012)  
The current planning system began in the reform era. Despite a stronger private 
sector involvement in the process, it is still basically a top-down system and doesn't 
give much value to public participation. According to the law, every comprehensive 
plan should be shown to the public before it is sent to the government to be adopted, 
but such a process is more of a formality than a practical step to hear from the public. 
Changes to the Ideology of urban planning in China 
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Although the Chinese have been planning their cities for over two thousand 
years, they did not have contact with western planning ideas until the 1930s. In a 
brief discussion of the planning history of China, Wu Liangyong (1986) illustrates the 
different interests of the capital city and other cities of the feudal era. At that time 
cities were planned for the ruling class, and therefore they had different concerns 
from modern urban planning.  
One example of city planning in the feudal period was Beijing during the Ming 
and Qing dynasties. As the last capital city of feudal China, it portrays the city 
planning of the past by its roads, buildings and spatial plans. As seen in Figure 1 
below, in the center of the city lay the Forbidden City, the palace of the emperor. 
Along the central axis (Figure 2) lay the Bell Tower and the Drum Tower – the 
buildings that were used for timekeeping and maintaining the order of the city. (for 
instance, to signal the beginning of the curfew) The location of the temple and altars 
also show the divine status of the emperor. The street system of Beijing in the Ming 
and Qing Dynasties divided the city in a checkerboard layout, a different kind of 
business was limited to different neighborhoods. (Wu L., 1986; Wu L., 1999) In the 
Qing dynasty, the city also separated the living spaces of different tribes through 
planning.  
Rather than achieve more public welfare, the spatial planning in ancient Beijing 




Figure 1: The plan of Ming (left) and Qing (right) Beijing (Hou R., 1988) 
 
Figure 2: The central axis of Beijing (Wu L., 1986) 
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After accepting the role of western thought in urban planning, the urban planning 
system has changed several times in China. Beijing, as the capital city of China, has 
was affected by the changes first. Wang Yanan and Zhao Yongge discussed how 
such changes impact the traditional urban planning methodology. (Wang, Y., Zhao, 
Y., 2007) Sit talked about how Soviet thought influenced the planning of Beijing after 
1949 when the PRC was established. (Sit, V.,1996) After the Reform and Opening 
Policy in 1978, economics in China became more open to the market and capital. 
With the revolution in economic policy, the way people develop their cities also 
changed. The private sector grew more involved in the planning process. In recent 
years people begin to value public participation in the planning process, and began to 
discuss whether it could also fit China. (Sun, S., Yin, Y., 2009) 
Public Participation 
The World Bank (2013) defined public participation as “a process through 
which stakeholders influence and share control over priority setting, policy making, 
resource allocation and access to public goods and services.” In a western context, 
such processes could reinforce a more direct democracy and also provide better 
plans since more ideas from people with different experiences, expertise, and cultural 
backgrounds will be heard and considered. (Kahila-Tani et al., 2016) 
While this mechanism is widely used in developed countries, it is not well 
implemented in developing countries or hybrid social democracies. Someone argues 
that this difference may due to the fact that some developing countries do not have 
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the same democratic tradition as the developed countries. (Almer and Koontz, 2004). 
China is also one of them. 
With a non-democratic political system, public participation in China seems to 
have a different goal. By involving public participation in planning or any development 
the government could reduce conflict between the authorities and the general public, 
felicitate the decision-making process and also help the program be done. Also, as in 
a democratic context, it also could help the authorities come up with a better plan. (Qi 
G., et al., 2016; Zhang L., et al., 2019) 
With these motivations and the fact that with the economic development, 
spatial planning in China is now facing the problems of social conflict, over-
development of land, and loss of city characters. (Hu, de Roo, & Lu, 2013) In 2008 
the Urban and Rural Planning Law required public participation became part of the 
urban planning process. (the Central People's Government of the People's Republic 
of China, 2008) After a decade of implementation, scholars did several surveys about 
the current public participation level in the planning process.  
A nation-wide study of public participation in infrastructure planning shows 
that public participation is still not sufficient and the development of it is relatively 
slow. The report also indicates that the public has an awareness of the importance of 
civic involvement. However, a systematic functional approach of public participation 
was lacking. (Xie et al., 2014) A study on public participation and assessment of 
environmental impacts also shows that the voice of the public is weak in the land 
development process. (Tang, B., Wong, S., & Lau, M. C., 2008) 
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The approaches for the public to engage in policy-making or development 
process is comprehensive. Even in China, people have different ways to participate 
in various kinds of development projects through different agencies, such as 
infrastructure development, urban renewal programs or sometimes policy-making 
process. These processes may hold by local governments, the developers of even 
the central government. 
Comparative study of Beijing and New York 
As a large metropolitan area, New York has a complicated component of its 
population. People from all over the country and across the globe gathering in the 
city. It is also the very first place in the US that initiated zoning and a planning 
commission, and public participation is quite dynamic and also complex. 
Meanwhile, Beijing, as the capital city for over 600 years, has been through a 
different ideology to plan its city, and the changes in history and politics have 
influenced the city and its citizens. Right now about one-third of the population in 
Beijing are migrants from other provinces in China. (Beijing Municipal Bureau of 
Statistics, 2018) Due to the citizenship system (Hukou) in China, such complexity of 
population could result in significant problems. Hukou system decides the social 
welfare that a citizen could obtain. For instance, a migrant worker who works in 
Beijing could only accept social welfare form the local government of their hometown, 
which in most of the cases is much lower than a resident of Beijing. Which also 
conclude the qualification of living in affordable housing or allow their children to go 
to public schools in Beijing. 
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The choice of the two cities is based on the similarities of the complexity of 
their population composition and the intensity of their density. Both of these situations 
make public participation more crucial in the decision-making process and also more 
complicated. Also, with this amount of population, the community level institution 
became more important to link the public to the government. 
 
Literature Review 
Comparison of urban planning in China with the western world 
As China went through its rapid economic and urban growth since the Reform 
and Opening policy in 1978, it began to incorporate western ideas. But there isn’t 
much literature that directly compares the two planning systems.  
Khakee compared the urban planning system in China and Sweden. Despite the 
difference in size between the two countries, and differences in culture and political 
structure, the comparison is based on certain vital similarities including in that in both 
of the countries a centrally developed urban policy plays an important role in urban 
development. (Khakee, A., 1996) However, the US doesn’t share this similarity. A 
core technique of American planning is zoning, and compared with the centrally 
developed policy of China, zoning is more about how to shape public policy to serve 
everyone. (Hirt, S., 2014) Yet the Chinese and US planning systems still share 
something in common: in the US zoning is intended to ensure public safety and 
protect the health and the general welfare of the population, (e.g., New York City 
Board of Estimate and Apportionment 1913, 10) and planning in China is intend to 
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reduce urban-rural differences and bring welfare to the population. (Khakee, A., 
1996) 
Rather than comparing the system themselves, several works of literature 
discuss some common urban issue of China and the U.S. Wenhu Kuang compared 
the pattern of megacity expansions in China and the U.S, finding the difference 
between the driven forces of such development by analyzing the expansion pattern in 
several megacities in the two countries. (Kuang, W., Chi, W., Lu, D., & Dou, Y., 2014) 
Gao Wanglei also did a comparative study on the urban planning in China and 
America, which showed the fact that compared with the multi-participation planning 
system in the U.S, urban planning in China is driven by only the government, which 
causes many problems. Except for the difference between the political systems, the 
fact that modern western-style urban planning is still a new subject is also part of the 
cause. (Gao, W., Wang, J., 2014) 
Studies of Public participation in China 
Despite that the term of public participation wasn’t officially used until 2003 by 
the central government. (Central Committee 2003), the concept itself could be traced 
back to the rural part of the country in the 1950s, when farmers were requested to 
participate in the rural collectivizations. The participatory decision-making model was 
expanded to the urban area in the late 1990s. (Horsley, J. P., 2009)  
Scholars made several suggestions about how to reinforce such a 
transformation. Jamie P. Horsley (2009) emphasized the importance of improving a 
feedback system for governance. Studies also suggest that under its unique culture 
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and relationships among people, local democracy maybe derived from knowing and 
helping each other in neighborhoods and communities. (Xu, Q., Perkins, D. D., & 
Chow, J. C.-C., 2010)  
How public participation working in the process of infrastructure development 
and environmental protection and assessment in China is also a subject that has 
interested scholars. Lin-lin Xie, Yu Yang, Yi Hu and Albert P.C. Chan (2014) 
conducted probably the first national broad survey among stakeholders involved in 
infrastructure development projects. Wanxin Li, Jieyan Liu and Duoduo Li (2012) 
compared three cases of environmental protection in China to discuss the question 
about motivation, institution and legal support of public participation in development 
programs. Lei Xie (2016) researched participatory ecological management in rural 
China, showing the growing power of bottom-up activities that influenced the 




This thesis mainly divided into three sections. First, it will compare the land use 
control mechanisms in New York City and Beijing. Then it will compare the public 
participation in the conduction or modification of land use control procedure in the 
two cities. Rather than compare all public participation approaches, this section will 




Finally, this thesis will compare the role of community-level institutions in the two 
cities, and discuss the function of the institutions in the process of urban or 
community development.  The public participation in Beijing is still in the stage of 
experimentation. (Zhang, L., Geertman, S., Hooimeijer, P., & Lin, Y., 2019) Some 
case shows that the community level institution in Beijing can organize public 
participation and lead community development.   
 
Comparison of land use control mechanism 
 Institutions and the Government 
In the United States, the Federal Government and the States are all governed by 
the U.S. Constitution. Other than several specific powers delegated to the Federal 
government, State governments retain autonomy. With several similarities, the 
planning system is also constituted locally.  
In New York, planning is mainly conducted by the New York City Planning 
Department and Commission. In summary, land use control, or zoning in the context 
of New York City is administered by the city government. In most states, particulate 
state agencies such as the RSA in Alabama, and the federal agencies can override 
local zoning. In general, local city governments in charge of zoning. 
On the other hand, the planning system in China shows a different story. Rather 
than a democratic system, China has a more centralized government, and so does 
its planning system. In China, the government has a hierarchical structure with 
broadly five levels. The central government plays the highest role in the country. The 
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second level contains 23 provinces, five autonomous regions populated by a 
concentration of ethnic minority groups, two special administrative areas, Hong Kong 
and Macau, and four centrally controlled municipalities, which include Beijing. (Wu, 
W., 2012) 
 
Figure 3: China’s administrative hierarchy (Wu, W., 2012) 
 
The Beijing city government doesn’t have the same autonomy as the New York 
City government does. The government of the highest level has power over its 
subordinate levels, and the central government has the highest authority. Governors 
who work in the system also incline to follow the policy or guidelines that are 
provided by the higher government entities. The branches of the government in 
Figure 3 also shows the career path of a governor in China. If they show ability in 
their job, they will be promoted and move to a higher government position and finally 
maybe even make it to the central government. 
The same centralization also shows up in the planning system. Local planning 
institutions don’t only answer to the local government, they also have to follow the 
15 
 
guidance of a higher level of government. Figure 4 shows the layers of spatial 
planning control and the institutions that are in charge of conducting them. 
 
Figure 4: Spatial levels of urban and rural planning in China and their corresponding 
institutional layers. (Shuhai Zhang , Gert De Roo & Bin Lu, 2012) 
 
Urban planning in Beijing is conducted by the Beijing Commission of Planning 
and Nature Resources, which grew out of the combination of the Beijing Commission 
of Planning and the Beijing Natural Resources Department in 2016. It is worth noting 
that not only the land use regulations and plans, but also most of the urban land itself 
in Beijing are controlled and owned by the government.  
Landownership 
It is noteworthy that the difference between landownership also influences the 
strategy of land use control in the two cities. Land in New York City is owned by 
private individuals, the State, and also the Federal government. Which means the 
power of the government over the land is limited. Meanwhile, urban land in Beijing is 
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mostly owned by the government. Some public agencies of central governments or 
institution also own their land. 
Planning Regulations 
    Land control in New York City is mainly achieved by zoning. Zoning is a blueprint 
for the development of the city. It contains the use of the land, the building setbacks, 
the height limits, the FAR, etc. (New York (N.Y.). Department of City Planning, 2018) 
An early version of current citywide zoning regulations were adopted on December 
15, 1961. (“About Zoning -DCP”, 2019) When a new project requests modification of 
zoning, it has to apply for ULURP (Uniform Land Use Review Procedure). Further 
discussion of this procedure will be shown in the next chapter. 
Except zoning, which limited the buildings that could be built on land, New York 
City also set up policies that encourage development that fits its vision. Such kinds of 
initiatives or policies intend to stimulate rather than mandate particular requirements 
for urban development. 
  An Example: OneNYC 
OneNYC is an initiative set up in 2015 to achieve a more equal and resilient 
city to face the challenge of growing inequality of income and climate change. 
Compared with its predecessor, the PlaNYC, it devotes more attention to the 
problem of inequality, the importance of the region and public participation. 
  Special Zoning District 
The City Planning Commission also conducts special zoning districts since 
1969 to achieve the specific urban design. Special zoning district works for the 
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particular neighborhood to maintain specific design or character that regular 
zoning code will not lead to. (Department of City Planning) The way to conduct a 
new Special zoning district is the same as any other change of zonings, which 
will be explored in the further chapter.  
 
Land use control in Beijing also contains two types of plans. Like zoning in New 
York City, Beijing has a detailed development control plan that defines different 
usage of land grids, building height, FAR, building setbacks, etc. Another is the 
comprehensive plan, also knowns as the masterplan, which is a plan based on the 
local economy, geographic features, population, and the vision of the future of the 
city.  
 An Example: Beijing Masterplan (2016-2035) 
The Beijing Masterplan(2016-2035) is a comprehensive citywide plan 
conducted by Beijing following the guidance of the national economic and social 
development plan. It not just set up as the vision of the city future, it is also set 
up as a series of detailed target indices, such as the population, air quality, or 
the water consumption that the city wants to achieve. It also contains planning 
maps showing details of this plan. After being examined and approved by The 




Map of the farmland in city area                Map of the land use plan       
Figure 5 examples of maps in Beijing Masterplan(2016-2035) 
 
The Beijing Masterplan (2016-2035) contains 24 maps that limit and guide 
the further development of the city. It includes maps showing the relationship 
between Beijing and neighbouring provinces, the plan of the green spaces, 
transportation, and also the land use of the urban area. The land use plan in the 
masterplan is more general than a detailed development control plan in that it 
only contains the usage of the land, such as for industrial use, residential use, 
agricultural use, etc. Unlike cities in the United States, a city in China has both 
urban areas and the rural areas inside its borders, so a masterplan will also 
contain the plan of the farmland. In Beijing Masterplan’s case (2016-2035)  
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there is a map for the size and locations of all the cultivated field in Beijing. This 
kind of land cannot be used for any usage other than farming. 
The Masterplan in Beijing is equivalent to special district zoning. They are 
both legislation that has to be followed. They both intend to achieve a specific 
design for the city. But masterplan in Beijing has a bigger scale of its design. It is 
usually citywide, covers more complex objectives, and with a comparatively 
shorter time limit. In this way, it has similarity as the city plan such as OneNYC. 
However, unlike Masterplan in Beijing, OneNYC is policies and series of city lead 
initiatives rather than legislation. This difference makes Masterplan in Beijing 
became a more powerful tool to regulate the land. 
  
As with the structure of the government, Masterplans in China is also hierarchal. 
For the national level it has the national economic and social development plan, 
which is revised every five years, and is also called the “five-year plan”. The plan 
gives abstract economic development guidelines, such as what industries will be 
supported, or economic development related initiatives (such as the Belt and Road 
Initiative). The economic development level varies in different Provinces in China so 
that some cities will receive more support from the government than others. 
Following the guidance of the nation, the Provincial government makes its 
Masterplans. In Beijing’s case, it is the Beijing Masterplan (2016-2035). All other 
plans made by the Beijing city government or the local government of its subordinate 
units (in Beijing’s case these are its districts) will have to follow it. Based on the 
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Masterplan the city (and the local government) will conduct the detailed development 
control plan, which similar to zoning in New York City. Both Masterplan and detailed 
development control plan are legislation, while the site plan is the specific 










Figure 6: the hierarchy of different kinds of city plans in China (the Urban and Rural 
Planning Law of the People's Republic of China, 2008) 
 
 Detailed Development Control Plan 
The detailed development control plan in China referenced the zoning in 
Hong Kong with some modification to make it fit the circumstances of mainland 
China. The detailed development plan contains two sections. One section is 
mandatory, with regulate of the land use, FAR, building height, density, parking 
National economic and social development plan 
Beijing Urban Masterplan 
Urban Districts Masterplan 
Counties Masterplan 
Beijing Detailed development control plan 
Site Plan 
Urban Districts & Counties Detailed 
development control plan 
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space, etc. The other part is suggestive, conclude the style of buildings, the 
colour, etc. (Tian L., 2007) 
In Beijing’s case, after the Beijing Municipal government conducted the 
Beijing Masterplan (2016-2035), the districts in Beijing did or modified the zoning 
plan of their regions. 
 
Result 
Land control strategy in New York and Beijing has some similarities. Zoning in 
New York City is the equivalent of the detailed development control plan in Beijing. 
They both limit the land use and the development of buildings.  
In New York the comprehensive plan of the city is achieved by special zoning 
districts; in this case, the masterplan in Beijing is quite similar to special zoning 
districts. However, masterplan in Beijing has a broader range, which makes it also 
have similarities with the city plan such as OneNYC in New York.  
In general, the urban planning regulations are more strict and comprehensive 
than New York, which leave less freedom of development. The land ownership in 
Beijing gave the government more control over the land, which makes their more-








New York Beijing 
Government New York City Beijing Government and the 
Districts Governments 
Institution City Planning Department 
and Commission 
Beijing Commission of Planning 
and Nature Resources 
Plans Zoning 
(Special Zoning Districts) 




Private, State and Federal 
Government 
Government and Public Agencies 
and Institutions 
Table 1 land use control mechanism comparison in Beijing and New York  
 
Comparison of planning process  
Both land use in New York and Beijing are achieved by set up laws that limit the 
use of the land, as zoning in New York City and the detailed development plan in 
Beijing. While Beijing has set up regulations that guide the development of the city 
such as a master plan, this section will compare the process of modifying or revising 
of the plans, and where public participation is supposed to occur in the process. 
Planning process in New York City 
Anyone can apply to modify zoning if their plan doesn’t fit the underlying zoning. 
Citywide zoning regulations are open to the public in many ways. People could both 
check it online through Zola (Zoning & Land use map) system or looking in hard copy 
zoning handbooks. Most development in New York City is as-of-right and only 
required a building permit from the Department of Buildings. Projects that require 
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modifications of existing zoning will need a particular review of the Department and 
City Planning Commission, which is also known as the ULURP process (Uniform 
Land Use Review Procedure). It involved Department of City Planning (DCP) and the 
City Planning Commission (CPC), Community Boards, the Borough Presidents, the 
Borough Boards, the City Council and in some cases, the Mayor. (“Step 5: Applicant 
Portal ULURP Process -DCP”, 2019) 
Before the ULURP process, two parallel reviews are conducted in a 
precertification process: a land use review and an environment review. The land use 
review intends to make sure that the development plan is complete and achievable. 
The environmental review evaluates the ecological effects of the development. 
In most cases, the land use actions are the subject to the CEQR (City 
Environmental Quality Review) process, which is a process that disclosure to the 
public. 
 




Figure 8 CEQR process (CEQR Basics - OEC, 2019) 
 
Figure 7 showing the pre-certification process of a program. Figure 8 illustrating 
the CEQR procedure. Public hearings and comment are both required. 
After the precertification process occurs the ULURP process, which will take 
about seven months. It contains the community board review, the borough president 
review, the city planning commission review, the city council review and in some 
cases the mayoral review. In most of the cases, the decision of the city council is the 
final step, while the mayor could veto it. The council could override the mayor’s veto 
by a 2/3 vote. (“Step 5: Applicant Portal ULURP Process -DCP”, 2019) 
ULURP projects require Community Board review and an advisory vote. 
Community boards holds the public hearings and also asked to submit a written 
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report to CPC, as does the Borough President and when appropriate, the Borough 
Board. The application will automatically move to the next step in the situation that 
the community board fails to act in the time limits or waive to act. (“Step 5: Applicant 
Portal ULURP Process -DCP”, 2019) 
In general, the zoning in New York City didn’t change totally since 1961. It has 
just been renewed and modified over time, through the legal process and 
amendments guarantees that the considerations of the public will play a significant 
role in many cases. In some cases, it also is used as a tool for the city to achieve its 











Planning process in Beijing 
In Beijing, the modification of master plans and detailed development plans 
come more frequently and wholly. Unlike ULURP, which usually only involves the 
change of zoning in the specific area, an amendment to the zoning and city plan in 
Beijing often includes the whole urban area. 
According to the Urban Planning law, the modification or revision of a new city 
plan has to be approved by expert reviews, related institutions and also the public. 
After being commented on by the local government, the draft plan will be modified 
and then be shown to the public to collect responses. Finally, a masterplan has to be 
sent to and approved by a higher level of government, in Beijing’s case, the highest 
level of government, the State Council. 
Masterplans in Beijing usually have a specific time frame, such as the Beijing 
Masterplan (2016-2030), or the previous plan, the Beijing Masterplan (2004-2020). 
Despite master plans that last for fifteen years or longer, in reality, it usually will be 
replaced before its time limit.  
According to the Regulations on Urban and Rural Planning in Beijing, the 
Masterplan in Beijing will be examined every five years, to make sure the 
development of the city follows the planned route, and the plan itself suits the 
changing context. The result of the evaluation will decide whether the masterplan 
needs to be modified or revised. (Beijing municipal government, 2009) The 
modification or revision of the detailed development plan (zoning) has a similar 
process as the masterplan. Public participation occurs after the conduction of the 
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draft plan. The draft plan will be exhibit both in a gallery and online. People could 
write comments and suggestion about it. 
In some cases, at the beginning of modifying or revising a detailed 
development plan, the government will contact the citizens whose property is 
affected by the new plan. 
In the first evaluation of the Beijing Masterplan (2004-2020) in 2009, public 
participation was enhanced in the process. The evaluation contained 1,326 
questionnaires done in the field, and 3,120 questionnaires online. It also collects and 
analyzed the 2,500 complaint letters and visitors records during that period and the 
1,528 letters received by the city government. The comments involved public 
comments about urban development, built environment, traffic, community service, 
public facilities and so on. Considering the total population of Beijing in 2009 was 
17,550,000, the public participation in this process seemed not very sufficient. 
Similar problems also happened in the process of other plans. The official 
website of the Beijing Municipal Commission of Planning and Natural Resources 
provides several reports of masterplans of districts in the city or other transportation 
projects or urban renewal projects. Some of the reports contain the information on 
how much public comments it received in the process. The result wasn’t very 
encouraging. The comments that it received varied. However, comparing the 
population influenced by the projects or masterplans, the level of public participation 
in all of the projects cannot be considered sufficient. More active districts such as 
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Chaoyang have their own public comment collection platform in their local 
government website. But not every local government has it. 
Plans and Projects Comments 
collected 
Mentougou District Masterplan (2017-2035) 31 
Pinggu District Masterplan (2017-2035) 84 
Elderly Homes development project in Fengtai District 40 
Chaoyang District, Dongfeng County development plan 8 
Chaoyang district, Wangsiying county, boluoying new village compensation housing plan 4 
Fengtai District, Nanyuan county urban regeneration project 2 
Table 2 Public comments on districts’ plans 
Data source: Beijing Municipal Commission of Planning and Natural Resources website 
 
Result 
In general, despite public participation is part of the planning process, it has 
not been implemented very well. Neither the local government nor the private citizens 
have demonstrated much interest. One situation is that considering the political 
system itself, or even the traditional culture in China, citizens in China have less 
interest in political participation, also including engage in planning. Meanwhile, 
considering the political system in China, the local government mainly answered for 
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the higher level government rather than the public. The local government trend to 
avoid problems by ignoring or not encouraging public make complaint or comments 
on changes in their neighbourhood. (Hao J., 2007) 
When the Beijing government change city plans, it changes the whole plan 
rather than partial. This situation makes it harder for the public to understand the 
change in their living condition under the new plan. The ambiguous of which 
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The comparison of Community Level Institutions 
    As mentioned above, in Beijing there are no specific public institutions that hold 
the public participation process. Under the political and planning system the influence 
of private sector is limit. In this case, this sector will compare the public community-
level institution in New York: the Community Board and the public institution at the 
same level: the Community Office (Jiedaobanshichu) in Beijing. And discuss whether 
Community Office could organise the public participation in the planning process or 
even involve in community plans, and how to achieve it. 
The Community Board in NYC 
   Community boards are branches of New York City government that works as 
advisory groups within the 59 community districts. Community boards in charged of 
making recommendations on long-term community planning, land use, business 
permits, street closings, and district financial needs. Each board has 50 volunteer 
members that are appointed by either the borough president or the relevant City 
Council members. (Curbed, 2017)  
The job of the community board is to serve the residents of the community and also 
representatives them to work with other parties in community development. 
(Community Boards Explained – Mandates, 2019) Several committees with different 
jobs contain in a board. Both the Committee meetings and full board meeting are 
opened to the public. (What We Do, 2019) 
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As an independent, non-partisan organisation, the community board also oversees 
the public services and finding solutions of complaints from residents. (What We Do, 
2019) 
The idea of build a decentralised public agency was derived from the increasing 
demand for racial and ethnic groups to enhance their representations. (Berg, B. F., 
2007) The first community plan in New York City, The Cooper Square Alternate Plan, 
which was at Manhattan’s Lower East Side, was completed in 1961, the same year 
Jan Jacobs published The Death and Life of Great American Cities. The Cooper 
Square Alternate Plan played a role in secure the benefit of the local multiethnic 
residents and limiting the impact of gentrification by setting forth a strategy for 
building and preserving low-income housing. (Angotti, T. et al., 2008) 
In 1975 after the charter revision, the community boards were created and played a 
formal role in the official land-use review process, which secured the legal power of 
the residents to influence the land use decision-making process. The borough 
presidents appoint half of the members of the boards, and half of the members are 
nominated by the relevant member of the city council. The community board advises 
on zoning,  participates in the city budget process and addresses service delivery in 
their district. (Berg, B. F., 2007) The staff of the Community Board contains a full-time 
district manager and staff hired by the board. (Pecorella, R. F., 1994, Angotti, T., et 
al., 2008) 
Back in 1975, the function of the community board was more reactive in land use. 
For instance, they are involved in ULURP or as representatives for a community 
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showing their opposition against several programs. But it was not until the 197-a 
planning process, which was added in 1990 city charter revision, legitimate the right 
of a community board to recommend their land use and development plans that then 
became genuinely active. 
 Staff of community board 
Both paid, and volunteer members serve community boards. Each board is lead 
by a District Manager whose duty is to set up the office, hire staff and be in charge of 
coordinating the delivery of City services to the district. 
Each community board consists of 50 unsalaried members. Their district’s City 
Council members nominate half of them. Board members must live, work, or have 
some other significant interest in the community. (CAU - About Community Boards. 
(n.d.).) 
    In 2018 the New York City Charter Revision approved proposals that 
imposed term limits to create an opportunity for new members for the board, the 
appointment process of community boards, and also provide more resources to 
support a community board to initiate its land use proposals. 
Right now the serving time of a community member was limited to eight years at 
most, with an exception for the members who appointed or reappointed for a term 
beginning on April 1, 2020, whose time could be at most ten years. Also, members 




The appointment process was also changed. The Commission proposed 
requirements of Borough Presidents to seek out persons of diverse backgrounds for 
the community boards. The applications are also made available online. New 
application and reporting are also added, such as an annual report disclosing 
information about membership and the recruitment and selection process.  
The memoir of Andrea Bernard (2017), a community board member in 
Manhattan Community Board 4 could give us a glimpse of the applying process and 
the work of a Community Board. Except the full board meeting holds every month, 
board members are also required to join two committee meetings per month. The 
brief monthly board meeting will be sent to the registered residents. Some 
committees required specific expertise of the members. For instance, some positions 
will require a background in architectural design for their works. 
The hierarchy and responsibilities of the board members also vary. It concludes 
public members, offices staff, agencies, and politicians. With various of the members, 
the Community Board could both became vital supporters of projects and policies or 
election campaigns and also could represent the community. They could also help 
collect information about the Community. It is a bridge of all parties involved in the 
development and maintains of communities. (Bernard, A. A., 2017) 
With many of its members are also works in sectors may be involved in the 
development of the community, the Community Boards maintain its equity and 
independence by ban these members to vote for the projects which their job 
involved. (Bernard, A. A., 2017) 
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Other New York based organizations  
Except for Community Boards, there are other organisations in New York City 
put their interest in land use planning. One of which is the LANDMARK WEST!. 
LANDMARK WEST! was set up in 1985. Its mission is to achieve and protect the 
landmark status of individual buildings and historic districts on the Upper West Side. 
It provides advocate, collect data, and also hold public events.  
The formal approach for local residents participate in urban planning is through 
Community Boards. However, they are not the only approach for residents to secure 
their interest and benefit. The establishment of the Community Board itself shows the 
effort of a series of bottom-up power resisting gentrification. It is a result of the vibrant 
public participate tradition in New York City. 
 
 The Community Office (jiedaobanshichu). in Beijing 
Currently, most Chinese cities have a governmental system called “two levels of 
government, three levels of administrative and four levels of implement” 
(liangjizhengfu, sanjixingzheng, sijiluoshi). Which means a city has two levels of 
governments, the municipal government and district government. Under the district, 
the government established the Community Offices as an administrating agency that 
serves the communities. And Community Offices could work with residents from the 












Figure 10: Governmental System in Beijing (Yang H., 2012) 
 
The role of the Community Office has changed through the reform of society. 
Before the economic reform was the period called the planned economy era. The 
development was all followed the plan conducted by the government. In that period 
most people living in the urban area worked in working units. Working units provide 
people jobs, resources, and also managing them. During that period the Community 
Office intended to govern the unemployed. During that time the unemployed was a 
tiny amount of people, so the Community Office and the Neighborhood Committee 
was more like a substitute management agency for the working units. Their work was 
more about social security and the maintenance of public order. (Yang H., 2012, 
Wang X., 2012) 
After the economic reform happened in 1978, China changed its economic 
structure from a planned economy to a social market economy, an economic model 
that combines both planned and market economy features. The working units 
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disappeared, and the private enterprises and state-owned enterprises were 
established. This change also caused many people who used work in working units 
lost their jobs because they can not find a new one in the new economy. The mobility 
of workers was allowed. A real estate market was established, which gave more 
space for urban development.  
The job of the Community Office and Neighborhood Committee was also 
changed. They began to burden the management works that used to load. The 
change of economic caused the increase of the unemployed and the flaw of migrant 
workers, which makes the problems and component of the residents more 
complicate. That also made the jobs of Community Office and Neighborhood 
Committee harder. (Yang H., 2012) 
Recent years whether the Community Office should be reformed or cancelled 
was discussed among scholars. The task of Community Office is ambiguous and 
usually decided by district governments. The problem is that while burden the 
responsibility and works that supposedly belong to the district government, the 
Community Office doesn’t have legal power accordingly. (Yang H. & Li D., 2016)  
Someone argues that the Community Office is useless. The district government 
should directly provide social services. Some cities in China accepted this thought 
and experiment. (Yang H., 2012, Yang H. & Li D., 2016) The problem for this idea is 
that the population run by district government is vast, to providing social services to 
residents and also connect to them, the district government has to establish agencies 
in smaller scale to do it. These agencies still burden the job of the social service 
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assigned by the district government, while also connecting with the residents. They 
became the new “Community Office”. The cities experimentally cancelled the 
Community Office have encountered this situation, and the experiment has failed. 
(Yang H. & Li D., 2016) In this case, especially in a large city like Beijing, the 
Community Office is necessary. (Zhang X., 2012) 
Another idea is to keep the Community Office and reduce its job, make it more 
focus on the works relevant to the Community rather than becoming implement 
agencies of the district government. 
Theoretically, the difference between the Community Office and the 
Neighborhood Committee is that the Community Office is an administrator of the 
government, and the Neighborhood Committee is a Neighborhood necessary 
autonomous organisation. But in real life, the Community Office sometimes burden 
the work of the district or even city government, and the Neighborhood Committee 
works as an agency of Community Office that mostly dealing with the conflict 
between residents, provide some of the social welfare, and also organise events for 
the residents. In general, since the law hasn’t specified the job of the Community 
Office, as a subordinate of the district government, the role it burden will decide by 
the government. The government in some cases will leave their task to the 
Community Office. (Ning, Q. & Su, H., 2016, Zhou Z. & Song S., 2019) 
 Staff in Community Offices 
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In general, most of the staff in a Community Office are appointed and paid for by 
the state. Some contract workers or volunteers also work in the committee. (Wu W., 
2012)  
As the function of a Community Office charged, the staff in a Community Office 
also changed. Neighbourhoods in the Chaoyang district in Beijing were set up as a 
pilot program in this reform. Instead of being assigned by the government, the 
community office in Chaoyang recruited most of its staff through society. Unlike the 
formal function of control its residents, after the reform the role of the Community 
Office was also to serve them. The collection of complaints and opinions was also 
added. Despite the work itself has changed, one thing remains: the staff in the 
committee doing their jobs intend to answer more to the government than the 
residents. (Wang X., 2012) 
 
Although Community Office has a severe difference from Community Board, they do 
have the ability to organise public participation. Perhaps it could be said that the 
Community Offices, as Community Boards also can facilitate public participation: it 
also has both the function of spreading the new policy or city plans of government 
and also collects the opinion of the residents. And it also carries a role link residents 
to the public sector. 
The case of the renewal of South Luoguxiang in Beijing demonstrates exactly that 
Community Office could facilitate public participation and involve or even lead the 
community development. (Hu, Y., de Roo, G., & Lu, B., 2013) 
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 Case Study: Urban Renewal of the South Luoguxiang 
With the economic development of Beijing, more and more historical districts and 
traditional courtyards have been destroyed and replaced by more large-scale office 
buildings and department stores to provide more benefits to the real estate market 
and business. (Wu, L., 1999) Despite people making efforts to maintain the character 
of the old city of Beijing, the problem of resettlement remains. On the one hand is the 
rising demand for the housing market and real estate market, on the other hand, is 
the demand to improve the built environment in traditional neighbourhoods in old 
Beijing (Hutong). Urban renewal projects to rebuild traditional blocks into tourist 
areas was settled on to satisfy both demands. The high housing price of the inner city 
and to get the flexibility of the design and redevelopment of the neighbourhoods to 
make developers prefer to move the original residents in the historic districts rather 
than keep them, even when the policy of Beijing encouraged them to do so. (Leaf, 
1995; Wu, L., 1999) 
Fortunately, the original residents in south Luoguxiang avoided this kind of fate. 
South Luoguxiang locates in the Jiaodaokou community, which is the Jurisdiction of 
the Jiaodaokou community office. By making residents the priority of the planning 
process, the community office revised the relationship between the developer and 
residents. (Hu, Y., de Roo, G., & Lu, B., 2013) 
The Jiaodaokou Community Office lead the planning process by hiring the urban 
planning and design center of Peking University to make up a development plan for 
the Jiaodaokou Community area and the South Luoguxiang. They also organized 
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events to educate the public with the new plan, and help them join the planning 
process. The Community Office make residents work with the developers and local 
government to evaluate the plan. (Guo Z. & Lv B., 2018) 
 
 Result 
Community Office is an equivalent of the Community Board in some way: they are 
both government branch in community scale. But the dynamic is different. 
Community Board is highly independent of the government, and in many cases, they 
work against the city government. The Community Board facilitate the bottom-up 
dynamic in New York City, but it is not the only organisation doing it. Considering the 
history of community planning, the community board and its ability to influence 
community plan is the result of civic engagement rather than causing it. Even without 
this institution, citizens in New York City still could and have the interest to engage. 
Community Office is a different story. It is an institution controlled by the local 
government. They have to finish the job that local government assigns to them, and 
instead of help residents secure their interest against city policy or development, their 
job is more about helping the government implement their policy and make sure 
people accept it. The dynamic here is top-down. 
In the South Luoguxiang’s case, despite the Community Office of Jiaodaokou 
organised the resident and influence the community planning, the real motivation of 
them is to fill the task of higher government, which is to protect the harmony of the 
community and residents, rather than answering the demand of the public. (Hu, Y., 
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de Roo, G., & Lu, B., 2013) In this case, despite what they do is civic engagement, it 




New York Beijing 
Institution Community Board Community Office 
Main Jobs  serve the residents of 
the community 
work with other parties 
in community 
development. 
to facilitate governance, 
development of a community and 







Not really involved 
Members  paid and volunteer 
members with different 
expertise 
Paid and volunteer 
independent  yes no 
dynamic Bottom-up Top-down 
Table 4 Community Level Institution Comparison in Beijing and New York  
 
Conclusion and recommendation 
Comparing the land use control mechanism in New York City and Beijing, it is 
clear that in Beijing the government have more power to control its land. Although the 
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planning system in Beijing has accepted public participation in its planning process, 
how to implement it is ambiguous. 
However, the problem is not just because of the planning process itself.  A 
bottom-up dynamic is crucial to enhance civic engagement. 
One approach to build this dynamic could through the community level 
institution: the Community Office. 
The case of the urban renewal of South Luoguxiang shows that a community 
office has the potential to facilitate public participation and engage in community 
development. Such potential is provided by the nature of the jobs of the community 
office and the position it has in the government. But to make the Community Office 
burden this task, the feature of the institution should be changed. 
Independency 
The lack of independence makes community office a tool of local government 
rather than an institution demonstrate the interest of residents. To change this 
situation the work of Community Office should be judged by residents rather than the 
higher level of government. 
In New York, the voting system makes public interest important to politicians 
and government. Although China doesn’t have this dynamic, the government still 
want to keep its residents satisfied with its living condition and avoid conflict. As the 
case of South Luoguxiang shows, if satisfied the residents and make them accept the 
city plan or development becoming the main task of the Community Office, it could 




Another aspect of enhancing public participation in Beijing is to encourage the 
public. The lack of tradition of involvement makes people have less interest in 
engagement.  
Educate and interact with the Public 
Encouraging people to participate, and letting people know what happening in their 
city is the first step. For this purpose, the Community Office could hold public events 
on this topic. 
Meanwhile, with 57.7% internet penetration rate in China, the internet is also a proper 
approach to educate the public. (CNNIC, 2018) In many projects, online public 
participation has already been initiated by developers for propaganda and getting 
support from the residents. Some programs also tried to use an online platform as a 
direct participation approach. (Zhang L., et al., 2019; Narooie, 2014)  
The flourishing social network in China could also become a new platform for public 
participation. Some Community Office in Beijing already began to use the social 
network to interact with residents. But the result is not that effective since the official 
account of the Community Board doesn’t attract many followers. (Zhang L., 2013)  
    Internet censorship also makes people hard to tell its complaint through the 
social network. In this matter, the email and anonymous BBS could be a better 
approach for interaction. For propaganda purpose, censorship won’t be a problem. In 
this case, comparing with an interactive system, the social network could be a better 
way of educating residents with new policy or plans, which the email or the website of 
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Community Board could become an approach to gather ideas from the residents.
 Build the Trust  
Another vital factor in encouraging the public is to build trust: the Community 
Office should make people believe that their idea matters. The website of the Beijing 
Municipal government made some effort in this aspect. It lists all the suggestion and 
complaint about the city plan on its website; in this way people could directly seeing 
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